Abstract: Today, the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR; Council of Europe 2001) is widely recognised as emblematic of globalization in education, both in the realms of policy and in educational practice (Byram et al. 2012a). In Europe the CEFR is regularly cited as a reference point for curriculum planning, and is often claimed to support greater transparency and coherence across the entire spectrum of language education. Despite substantial adoption of the CEFR beyond Europe, it has gained little ground in Australian higher education institutions. In order to understand this anomaly, and to analyse the underlying causes of the low traction the CEFR commands in Australia, this article reports on a study of the attitudes, knowledge and perceptions of academics and students collected through a nationwide online survey. The results suggest a perplexing situation, a combination of general unfamiliarity contrasted with pockets of positive acceptance of the CEFR in Australian universities. Moreover, the data suggest that respondents who are teachers are rather less concerned by claimed impediments to learning standards than some researchers and applied linguists who have made such criticism of the CEFR. The article also discusses some controversies that surround attempts to promote the CEFR for wider use. The aim is to contribute to local and international debate on the CEFR and to stimulate discussion about the roles and limits of its use as a universal language learning reference document and as a practical resource to support language teaching and assessment.
Introduction
Today, the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) is widely acclaimed as an emblem of globalization in education, a key instance of international collaboration in educational policy and practice (Byram et al. 2012a) . As stated in the introduction, the CEFR provides "a common basis for the elaboration of language syllabuses, curriculum guidelines, examinations, textbooks, etc. across Europe" (Council of Europe 2001: 1). The action-oriented and language-independent character of the CEFR has found favour within its original European context, having been adopted in 30 of the 47 member states of the Council of Europe. Despite such widespread implementation across Europe, and substantial influence beyond Europe, the CEFR has gained little ground in Australia. In order to understand this anomaly, and to analyse the underlying causes of the low traction the CEFR commands in Australia, this article reports on a study of the attitudes, knowledge and perceptions of academics and students collected through a nationwide online survey. In the course of discussing the results of the survey and a review of relevant literature, the aim of the article is to contribute to debate on the CEFR and stimulate discussion about the roles and limits its use as a universal language learning reference document and as a practical resource to support language teaching and assessment.
Increasing debates around the influence of the CEFR
As of August 2014 thirty-nine language versions of the CEFR were available. Numerous papers and books describe its impact in specific contexts of its incorporation into the curriculum, assessment and teaching practices of diverse education systems. For the most part the adoption of the CEFR has been through the independent initiative of local governmental agencies and policymakers. For example, there are well documented analyses of pilot projects mainly aiming at the alignment of curricula on the CEFR proficiency scale on the American continent, with studies conducted in Argentina (Porto 2012) , Canada (Vandergrift 2006; Faez et al. 2012; Wernicke and Bournot-Trites 2012) , Colombia (López Mendoza and Janssen 2011; de Mejía 2012) , Mexico (Despagne and Grossi 2011) , and the United States (Byrnes 2012) . Several Asian countries have been actively involved in adaptation/localisation of the CEFR and scholarly reports of these experiences are available from China (Rong 2010) and specifically related to adaptation of the CEFR for the Chinese language (Bellassen and Zhang 2008) , in Japan (Noriyuki 2009 ; O'Dwyer and Nagai 2011) and for Japanese (Suzuki and Togashi 2013) , in Korea (Finch 2009) , and in Taiwan (Wu and Wu 2007; Wu 2012) . By contrast there are few articles documenting adaptation or adoption of CEFR from the Middle East and related contexts like Turkey (Glover 2011; Üstünlüoğlu et al. 2012) and Iran (Normand-Marconnet 2013) . However, some of these articles focus on particular aspects of implementation such as use of CEFR descriptors to stimulate reflective learning. It appears that there is no substantial published evaluation of use of the CEFR in African settings. Only sparse literature exists on the CEFR in New Zealand and Australia, as discussed in the following section. This evidence of widespread influence of the CEFR, however, is not without contestation or at least debate as to its merits and value. Soon after its publication in Europe the Framework was subjected to severe criticism, directed at both theoretical and political aspects of its implementation. One particularly important example was a 2004 debate launched in the Guardian newspaper by Glen Fulcher, Professor of Education and Language Assessment at Leicester University, who argued that implementation of the CEFR could lead European countries to devise and build tests from an "unsafe" basis, due, he claimed, to the lack of relevance and validity of CEFR level descriptors in second language acquisition (SLA) (Fulcher 2004) . In response, the Dutch CEF Construct Project (Alderson et al. 2006) subsequently pointed out that the descriptors provided in the CEFR perform a limited function, and should only serve as a starting point for specifying test content. This debate highlights contrasting positions within the field of professional language testing, brought about by a not always rigorous adoption of the CEFR by influential commercial agencies, provoking concerns among higher education language testing specialists. Similarly, other points of criticism were generated within the field of SLA theory, with experts expressing concern about the validity and reliability of scales used in the development processes of assessment systems (Hulstijn 2007 ) based on the lack of sufficient detail supporting test specification. This position lead to the Council of Europe (2007) response, which aimed to "rectify imbalances in interpretation and use" (Byram et al. 2012b: 5) . The most extreme criticism, both trenchant and rather polemical, levelled at the CEFR, especially related to its expansion beyond European settings, was that it represents "another instance of linguistic imperialism" (McBeath 2011: 208) .
Some criticisms have related to misuse, rather than alleged design flaws, or political aspects of the spread of CEFR. Little (2007) , for example, points out the inadequacy of level descriptors in the CEFR for learning contexts in which content and language are fused, such as occurs in Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) teaching programs, and Krumm (2007) makes a related argument about the inadequacy of level descriptors in programs that teach national languages to immigrant populations. Misuse has also been reported in administration of the CEFR such as inappropriate recruitment assessment practices in corporate outsourcing in India and the Philippines (Lockwood 2012) .
In response to such controversies and critiques, the authors of the CEFR and their supporters highlight the inherent "flexibility" of the Framework and reiterate the need for careful adherence to its intended uses, and rally against instances of misuse (North 2014; Coste 2007; Little 2007) . Specifically, Fleming (2006) responds to the criticism that the CEFR exhibits a limited or narrow-base language theory by pointing out that, while can do statements are often viewed by critics of the CEFR as narrow, functionalist, or even behaviourist in their inspiration, "competence frameworks have the potential to focus on the importance of use and purpose, implying a more dynamic rather than static concept of language" (Fleming 2006: 54) . In 2007 Davidson and Fulcher developed a specific descriptor for service encounter specification from the generic model provided by the CEFR at Level A1 and found it "a valuable starting point for language test development" (2007: 231). Jones and Saville later conducted a project that called for "the need to develop contextualized, practical ways of realizing the CEFR's potential as a framework for teaching and learning " (2009: 51) . Finally, as Trim has remarked, "the Framework should be flexible, open, dynamic and non-dogmatic, since the aim was not to prescribe how languages should be learnt, taught and assessed, but to raise awareness, stimulate reflection and improve communication among practitioners" (2012: 29-30 ). In addition, the European Language Portfolio (ELP) was developed in order to encourage a more learner-centred approach to language teaching and learning, a core principle in the CEFR. While the ELP Validation Committee assessed and accredited 118 ELPs from 33 member states and 6 international consortia and International Non-Governmental Organisations between 2000 and 2010 (Little et al. 2011) , the companion tool of the CEFR has never been widely used anywhere in Europe. Overall, the impact of the CEFR on curriculum development has not been significant, despite the scattered engagement of some individuals or institutions around the world. One might summarise by saying that the CEFR has succeeded in garnering a substantial presence in education, and is often acclaimed by its defenders as an efficient mechanism for achieving a desired international harmonisation in the field of assessment (Weir 2005) .
An overview of language policy in Australia
Any claims regarding the relevance of the CEFR in Australia, and especially the most vaunted claim that it is both an effective and reliable reference to develop strategic language policy and a practical resource for teaching and assessment, must be examined against the backdrop of the specific communicative context and language policy settings that prevail in the country. Australia is characterised by a high degree of multilingualism and multiculturalism, with a long and complicated history of policy responses to its domestic linguistic pluralism and its geographic context, through a series of developments in language policy (LP). In this context, Lo Bianco (2004) has identified five broad LP phases. The first is Britishism, which, from the establishment of the British convict and later settler societies from the end of the 18th century, characterized most of the colonial and early national period of Australian history, during which language policy consisted mainly of defence and promotion of English, modelled on Southern British norms. Only prestige foreign languages were taught, mostly in elite schools or universities, but in a limited way. The choice of languages and the methodologies of their teaching typically mirrored those found in British public schools (especially Latin, whose teaching was premised on the idea of a universal "mental training" and access to classical literature, as well as French, followed by German, with a later and much smaller presence of Italian). In contrast to the dominant educational practices, the wider population was always highly multilingual, both the pre-colonial indigenous community and the immigrant-derived population, marred by many instances of linguistically repressive policies.
Nationalist agitation for political independence and the gradual emergence of a vibrant settler culture led to a phase of Australianism which, from the middle to late 19th century challenged inherited British norms, initially in English speech and over time more widely in educational practice. From beginnings in folk literature, Australian communication norms came to be documented and then favoured by those of local or Irish birth, and increasingly by non-British immigrant groups. Such "nationalist" sentiments moved out from folkloric and popular culture to influence wider social practices, though a contest between those seeking to entrench Empire loyalty through language, and those promoting Australian norms, in English usage and more widely, continued for decades and over time became associated with a newfound openness to indigenous and immigrant languages as well.
Eventually, a new cultural force, multiculturalism, emerged as an active language-focused political agitation seeking to make multilingualism and cultural pluralism key dimensions of public policy, especially in education. Originating among second-generation Australian-born children following massive recruitment of new immigrants after the conclusion of World War II, the maximal policy and educational influence of multiculturalism as a social prescription was felt during the late 1970s and through the 1980s. It became the dominant way to think about language learning and use, directly influencing the production of explicit language education policies at state and federal levels, policies in which "foreign" language teaching was discouraged in favour of intergenerational maintenance of immigrant and indigenous community languages. This movement transformed primary schools into sites of language study and saw a huge expansion of languages offered.
However, in its turn, multiculturalism was eclipsed by Asianism, the next phase shaping language policy, though with early antecedents from the time of the admission of the UK into the European Common Market in the mid-1970s. Asianism in Australian public policy is often called Asia literacy. This movement spread rapidly and became the dominant force shaping decision making in language education from the late 1980s until today, essentially grounding decisions regarding language choice, curriculum and program design, and target audience on commercial and strategic considerations. In 1994, Asia literacy became overwhelmingly the favoured language policy position, with a narrow selection of four "priority languages": Mandarin Chinese, Indonesian, Japanese, and Korean.
During the mid to late 1990s a new language policy ethos, economism appeared, which has gone hand in hand with Asia literacy. At this time both sides of the traditional political divide in Australia adopted neo-liberal or "economically rationalist" policies that required all language programs to prove their market viability and respond to clear student or employer demand. In addition, a strong focus on global competitive principles for education emerged, especially related to the recruitment of international students to higher education, conceived as a marketable commodity in a global marketplace of education certification and competence. Australian universities -with high schools rapidly following suit -became major providers of English-medium courses and certification, especially to the booming economies of North and Southeast Asia, alongside commercially-minded promotion of the four "priority" Asian foreign languages. Although not always compatible among themselves, given their different priorities and concerns, multiculturalism, Asia literacy and economism, are three overarching public discourses which have left deep imprints on public education, greatly diversifying the languages offered, the target audiences intended for language study, and also curriculum and assessment regimes.
These shifts in policy regarding language provision and the purposes of language study have been accompanied by debates and even disputes regarding the parameters and principles for organising language curricula and evaluation. Controversies arose in the early 1980s regarding the development of the Australian Language Levels (ALL) and the relationship of this school-based framework to the Australian Second Language Proficiency Ratings (ASLPR), previously adopted as the standard means for stating language proficiency in adult learning contexts (Ingram 1984) . This wider history of innovation in scale design is essential background to interpreting the fate and fortunes of the CEFR in the Australian setting. The increasing influence of the CEFR on English proficiency assessment, a long-established and sophisticated practice in Australia, has been acknowledged as an unavoidable phenomenon in the economism that prevailed in the 1990s, when diverse systems of assessment were permitted to compete in a liberalising education marketplace. An official report on English Language Intensive Courses for Overseas Students (ELICOS) published in 2007 by Elder and O'Loughlin documents this phenomenon of locally generated assessment and curriculum models interacting and competing with imported alternatives. O'Loughlin (2011) reports that Australian universities tend to favour the International English Language Testing System (IELTS). In turn, this close relationship is contributing to the spread of the CEFR, to which IELTS is linked. On the other hand, some researchers condemn the functionalist principles that underpin the CEFR, arguing that such standards tend to impose uniformity on the diversity that is seen as an asset of the current array of proficiency attainment measures and approaches in Australian education, or as a negative instance of globalisation (Scarino 2012) , with some repudiating the CEFR as "a mechanism for control of foreign language education throughout every level of the educational system, not only in Europe, but also in Asia, Australasia, South America, and even North America" (McNamara and Elder 2010: 197) Some core concepts promulgated within the discourse and reasoning of the CEFR, especially multiculturalism and multilingualism, are officially valued in Australian educational thinking and promoted by many of the expert critics cited above. It is difficult to assess the direct impact of or attitudes towards the CEFR within the wider higher education community, due to the scant academic literature devoted to its reception in Australia. An extensive Internet search preceding the present study, combining the name of 39 local universities (listed in the site australiauniversities.com.au) with the key words CEFR or Common European Framework reveals that only 15 higher education institutions make any mention of the Framework. When cited, the CEFR is linked to learning outcomes, language difficulty levels, or progression sequences in programs and focuses mainly on European languages. Moreover, it often does not appear to be systematically integrated across the operations of the different university departments that mention its adoption. The paucity of research at higher education level is compounded at the school level, where even in European settings there is a dearth of studies conducted among secondary school language teachers (Martyniuk and Noijons 2007) , a situation more even more true outside of Europe (Byram et al. 2012a) . The upshot of all this is that the general reception of the CEFR in both school and higher education is under-researched, especially with regard to the training of future teachers and the professional development of practising teachers is often predicated on information supplied by recourse to the CEFR. For all these reasons, the present authors conducted a study in late 2011 to examine both curriculum adaptation and research related to the CEFR in Australian educational settings. As a preliminary activity Normand-Marconnet calibrated learning outcomes from language programs at Monash University with the CEFR's sixlevel scale (A1-C2) as displayed in an interactive website. A short online questionnaire designed using Survey Monkey was included in this website in order to collect feedback from Monash academics and students. Then, in mid-2012, to reach a broader audience, an invitation to participate in the online survey was sent through the Language and Cultures Network for Australian Universities (LCNAU), the key higher education body that brings together tertiary languages providers across Australia, to its 600 affiliated members. The purpose of this survey was to gauge current perceptions of the CEFR across the Australian tertiary sector, and to use this preliminary overview as a starting point for further direct investigation across the sector, with policy makers, administrators and other authorities. To fulfil this purpose, the following research questions were addressed and form the bulk of the analysis in the present article: (i) How do Australian students and academics react to the CEFR? (ii) What do they identify as benefits and problems linked to the implementation of the CEFR in Australia? (iii) How do the views of the respondents align with the prevailing views in the academic literature?
Methodology
Drawing on topics or issues mentioned in the literature on the CEFR, a questionnaire comprising eleven items was designed, including closed and openended questions, as well as statement-type items along a five-point Likert scale.
Respondents were encouraged to make extended additional comments in sections designed for such open-ended responses. Concerned about the generally low rate of responses received by anonymous online surveys and the large number of unsolicited requests for information academics typically receive via email, we kept the scope and demands of the survey modest and undemanding. By reducing the imposition placed on potential respondents, we hoped to achieve a reasonable response rate and yet still have sufficient depth and range of questions to allow us to focus on salient perceptions about the CEFR in Australian education and begin to fill the void of research in this area. In accordance with university research requirements Human Ethics Certificate Approval was obtained prior to the release of the online questionnaire. Descriptive statistics were collected and analysed through tools embedded in Survey Monkey (i.e. Excel tables). For qualitative data gathered via the comments sections of the questionnaire, NVivo was selected for coding and developing salient themes. NVivo is a Computer-Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS) recognised widely as a powerful and efficient tool for researchers to manage and organise qualitative data (Mackey and Gass 2005) .
5 Students' and academics' perceptions on the CEFR in Australian universities
Main findings from the questionnaire
The survey was administered during 2012, eliciting a total of 134 responses, 61 from academics and 73 from students, half of whom were enrolled as postgraduates in diploma of education programs. Overall, nearly 66% declared that they were familiar with the CEFR, and about 60% stated they were aware of the Common Reference Levels (from A1 for Basic User to C2 for Proficient User). As illustrated in Table 1 , predictably Respondents were then asked how they had heard about the CEFR and the six-level scale. They were asked to choose from the following options: in class, during language studies; through material used in class; through academic literature; by visiting websites. Table 2 shows that respondents mentioned scientific literature and material used in class as sources of knowledge (respectively 25 and 23 occurrences), while some stated that they had come to know of the CEFR through online website consultation (19 occurrences) and in-class activities (18 occurrences). Furthermore, the additional data provided by the open-ended responses to this question show that opportunities for finding out about the CEFR were the result of collaboration with colleagues (8 occurrences) or had occurred in their previous occupation (7 occurrences) and during professional development sessions (4 occurrences).
Next respondents were questioned about the extent to which they considered the adoption of the CEFR in their institution to be beneficial. The results appear in Table 3 and show that two-thirds of participants indicated that use of the CEFR within their institution was or could be useful (36% responded Absolutely, 29% Somewhat). 
While a large proportion was hesitant (30% replied with Don't know), it is worth noting that this hesitancy is concentrated among academic staff (5% of total answers). In addition, respondents were requested to rate their agreement on perceived benefits available from the CEFR (academic, professional or none) on a Likert-scale from 1 (Strongly agree) to 5 (Strongly disagree). The results show that our participants acknowledged the CEFR as providing both academic and professional benefits (see Table 4 ). The overall consensus is illustrated by a close rating average for academic (2.09) and professional (2.11) benefits, while the rating average was 3.73 for the No benefit response, although one-third of the respondents stated that they neither agreed nor disagreed.
To explore positive impacts of the CEFR on institutions, a series of five additional Likert-scale items was included. As shown in Table 5 , respondents were asked to comment on the following benefits of the CEFR extracted from the literature: "the CEFR is now implemented not only in Europe but all around the world" (item 1); "the can do descriptors are easy to use to map language levels" (item 2); "the CEFR evaluates outcomes against an international standard" (item3); "it promotes better curriculum design across languages" (item 4); "this framework provides ways to align assessment with proficiency level" (item 5). According to the rating average and the grouping of Strongly agree/Agree categories in percentages, our participants were more likely to agree with the claim that incorporating the CEFR would be particularly useful as it evaluates outcomes against an international standard (rating average of 1.95 and 74% of positive answers). The claim that the CEFR provides a means of aligning assessment with proficiency level and promotes better curriculum design across languages was also well supported (rating average of 2.08 with respectively 73% and 70% of positive answers). To a lesser degree, the claim that the CEFR is beneficial is linked to the ease of using can do descriptors to map language levels (rating average of 2.09 and 68% of positive answers), and to the CEFR's implementation all around the world (rating average of 2.18 and 64% of positive answers). Mirroring this section on positive claims made for the adoption of the CEFR in a given institution, the subsequent question sought to clarify rejection or repudiation of the CEFR by proposing five reasons that would make its adoption irrelevant, impractical or harmful in an Australian university (see Table 6 ). Overall, 42% of respondents declared that negative perception of the CEFR and its six-level scale in Australia was largely due to limited awareness of CEFR (rating average of 2.72 for item 1). Furthermore, the reasons given for its limited uptake were not due to complications inherent in the CEFR (rating average of 3.54 for item 3) or its failure to supply a clear picture of language proficiency (rating average of 3.44 for item 4). Almost half (42%) also disagreed with the suggestion that standardisation and harmonisation involve less flexibility and reduced diversity in language programming (rating average of 3.22 for item 5). There seemed to be a high level of indecision regarding the claim that the CEFR is not well integrated into or adapted to the Australian setting (rating average of 3.07 for item 2, and 40% of Neither agree nor disagree responses). Finally, in the two last questions, 74% of respondents agreed with the idea that their institution should not only promote use of the CEFR, but should organize training sessions prior to its implementation. It is noteworthy that the strongest opposition to these statements came from academics (80% of negative responses), whereas the need for training was mostly affirmed by students (60% of positive responses).
Additional insights provided by respondents' comments
The principles of content analysis were applied to additional data collected from the open-ended sections in the questionnaire. An identification code was allocated to each respondent's dataset (from R1 to R134) and students were distinguished from staff. Significant segments were identified by reading the comments repeatedly, then coded using NVivo, and grouped into three main categories: neutral opinions, pros and cons.
The dataset comprised 67 additional comments: 22 quotes were assigned to a No idea category, 14 to the Cons category, and 31 to the Pros category. These three categories were then divided into subcategories according to the different clusters that emerged during the coding process. Representative quotes were selected to illustrate the main findings from the corpus.
Neutral perceptions
In the first of these three categories, the majority of comments were simple quotes such as "I don't know". Nevertheless, some elaborated on this, stating, for example, "[…] I don't have personal knowledge of whether the CEFR is well known in Australia or not" (R71 -staff). Others added that they would like more information, such as student R65: "Have never heard about this, perhaps it would be good to promote/explain a bit more about what it is in class or via email, etc."
Negative perceptions
Although limited in number, the comments assigned to the Cons category, provided by 14 respondents (13 academics and one student), nevertheless cover a similar range of criticisms to the one we encounter in the academic literature.
Four clusters were identified: the claimed inapplicability of the CEFR in a non-European context; the limitations of the CEFR in terms of assessment and curriculum design; the risks inherent in standardised benchmarking; and finally, the relevance of the CEFR compared to other existing standards. Not surprisingly, the main source of doubt and concern from six of our respondents focused on the question of how applicable the CEFR and the six-level scale are to non-European languages, especially Asian languages, for example: "I doubt if it can measure script-based Asian language proficiency correctly" (R75/staff); "There is an assumption that CEFR suits all languages -it is totally impractical for non-European languages and this needs to be more widely acknowledged and recognised" (R84/staff).
Others pointed out limitations of the CEFR in terms of assessment or curriculum design, sometimes quite vigorously: "[Students] can perceive by self-assessing how close or how far they may be but it is NOT a reliable measure in ANY WAY" (R86/ staff, capitals in original). Another academic explained the risks linked to using the CEFR as a benchmarking tool as follows: "One major problem in Australian unis [universities] is the ongoing reduction in teaching hours per subject at each level (1st/2nd/3 rd year). As the decisions to reduce hours are based solely on economic bases, and not on proficiency/outcomes, the CEFR could serve as a means to prove the teaching/learning case for a minimum of contact hours" (R128/staff). Finally, the relevance of the CEFR to Australian conditions compared to other available international standards was also questioned: "It is unclear to me why CEFR has been chosen among all systems to be the standard. For example, why haven't we chosen the system used by the U.S. State Department or other? These are equally as recognisable outside of Europe" (R99/staff).
Positive perceptions
The pros category is composed of 31 comments divided into the following five sub-categories: the acknowledgement of beneficial implementation of the CEFR in their institution; the positive reception of the CEFR in general; the positive impact of the CEFR on curriculum and assessment; its positive impact in additional fields of implementation; and the necessary adjustments in terms of professional development. In the first sub-category, respondents reported successful implementation of the CEFR in their institution: "We have used the CEFR in the Spanish Program at [our university] for more than five years now, with great success" (R116/staff), and spoke of it enthusiastically: "I am a fan of the European Reference Framework and in this day and age of globalisation, the more 'international' education is, the better!" (R97/staff).
In the second sub-category, we grouped together positive comments on the CEFR such as: "self-explanatory" (R110/staff); "incorporates intercultural and socio-cultural features" (R119/staff); or "promotes academic mobility" (R120/ staff and R130/staff). We also included the positive reaction to the CEFR in relation to curriculum design and assessment by two students, as follows: "I think it would be a good thing to know if you're a (for example) level B2 in reading and listening, but only a B1 in writing and speaking. Perhaps then a grade of Credit would make a bit more sense (rather than thinking you are just mediocre overall)" (R44/student); and "Best part about [this] system is that it provides clear goals/guidelines that must be met by students and set by assessors as to reach the next level" (R70/student).
Other comments focused on the potential extension across the sector for international students (R81/staff), and even its role in promoting cohesion between secondary and tertiary levels: "I'd like to think we could adapt this to secondary level and promote a cohesive approach across Australia" (R102/staff).
Finally, some participants believed there would be a potential positive impact of the CEFR on their institution, provided that a review of the programs (R107/staff) and some professional development activities were included in the implementation of the Framework and the six-level scale: "I would be very interested in running some PD for teachers in how to implement the framework reference and combine this with state and national descriptors" (R81/staff).
A balanced perception of the CEFR in Australian universities: Discussion and implications
Despite limitations due to the relatively small size and preliminary nature of the survey, this article represents an instalment in understanding this kind of educational innovation and a first indication of the range and depth of views and reactions to the issues that have arisen and will predictably emerge from the ongoing press to adapt the CEFR for use in Australian settings. This is also valuable because of the generally low penetration of the CEFR within the Australian higher education scene, in which the views of students and academics in the language education enterprise are critical to comprehending likely future developments. Generalisation to the entire higher education sector would undeniably require further investigation to collect additional data (through interviews and focus groups, for example) and allow triangulation. In summary, the results of our survey and literature review provide two main outcomes. The first is to note a disparity between the opinions on the CEFR expressed by our respondents, and its largely critical reception within the Australian applied linguistics, language testing and SLA academic literatures. The second broad outcome is the finding of an overall congruence regarding the merits of the CEFR and the challenges its implementation poses, between our data, limited and preliminary though it is, and general acceptance of CEFR within the wider academic literature.
From both the statistical and qualitative data, it can be argued that our respondents seem to be less concerned by the application of learning and curriculum standards than some local researchers and applied linguists. Due to their position, the latter are certainly better aware of theoretical problems linked to standards and frameworks such as the CEFR. Perhaps surprisingly, in light of a key objection from expert scholars, the majority of our respondents believed that adoption of the CEFR and its six-level scale in their institution would be beneficial precisely because these allow learning outcomes to be aligned with an international benchmark. Likewise, 42% disagree that there is a negative relationship between standardising the measurement of learning outcomes and retaining flexibility and diversity in language programming. Only 26% agree and 32% are not sure on this crucial criticism levied against use of the CEFR. Though with a lower rate of agreement (26%) but the highest proportion of answers in the Neither agree nor disagree category (40%), they also appear disinclined to reject the CEFR on the basis that it is not adapted to Australian educational settings.
In brief, and in keeping with the moves noted above depicting the main discourses in historical language planning in Australia, respondents are not particularly protective, as Australianist reasoning would predict, of national education systems, i.e. insisting that the country should have its own distinctive assessment systems designed for its particular needs. Instead they appear more attuned to the multiculturalism and economism discourses, in that decisions about language offerings might well be decided according to criteria of relative efficiency and pluralism.
It should be kept in mind that criticism of the CEFR and claims that it has been imposed from outside have also surfaced in some European settings, such as Poland, where a national education evaluation tradition appears to conflict with the principles inherent in the CEFR (Komorowska 2012) . Even in Germany, similar negative perceptions, and specifically claims of a danger of "Macdonaldisation" in foreign language research triggered by the generalisation of efficiency and control measures promoted by the CEFR, has been raised (Hu 2012 ). It appears therefore that the different ways in which different societies' adoption of the CEFR has been rejected, delayed or otherwise minimised had been due to two kinds of reasoning, national protection and pluralism promotion.
The first of these, national protection, is somewhat negative in character, while pluralism promotion aims to be positive in outlook. As we have seen both of these kinds of reasoning occur even in major western European contexts. We should not be surprised therefore that Australia, with its longstanding independent traditions of scientifically based language proficiency research, and its unique educational characteristics, would also give rise to robust discussion and critique of external language assessment regimes. However, it is also clear from our evidence that respondents are not primarily worried about any normative characteristics within CEFR. Unlike the theoretical arguments raised by researchers who have critiqued the Framework as a functionalist, instrumental adjunct of rampant globalisation, the main perceptions among language educators and students in higher education appear to be motivated by quite pragmatic considerations.
In any case, perceived challenges and benefits associated with implementation of the CEFR and the six-level scale in Australian universities echo the findings of previous studies. Specifically, some respondents share with their peers around the world doubts and fears regarding the adoption of an external or foreign framework to be used in a "very different scenario". This was the finding reported by de Mejía in Columbia, who argued that "international organisations are driving definition of local standards that are not in concordance with the local socio-economic context" and "expectations of B1 level as a goal for all schools leavers are unrealistic" (de Mejía 2012: 153) .
These practices appear to us as a misuse or at least an inappropriate use of the CEFR and regrettably appear to be increasing, as described by Castellotti: "We can see this in many places, in form of 'blind' application of the scales, and of excessive standardisation where there is no reflection on the modes of assessment and the necessary relative and situated nature of the competences in question" (Castellotti 2012: 50) . This identification of inappropriate application is close to what the Australian critics cited earlier predicted would occur. Closely linked to perceived misuse is a more common feeling that the CEFR, obviously initially designed in the European context and principally with European languages in mind, cannot be adapted for use with Asian languages. This concern was one of the most strongly encountered in our dataset, a clear resonance of the Asianist discourse in Australian language education which remains vibrant all across the country. It needs to be kept in mind that Asian language education has been a prominent feature of public discourse about the economic and strategic future of the country for at least four decades, with major consequences for national identity as much as for educational practice.
In light of this, it is interesting and relevant to consider the recent history of adaptation of the CEFR in key Asian settings and specifically in relation to the teaching of Chinese and Japanese as foreign languages. The Framework has been fully translated into both languages, with a focus on the English curriculum in China (Rong 2010) , and through a contextualisation of can do statements in the CEFR-Japan project (O'Dwyer and Nagai 2011). The translated CEFR is used as a basis for the project to develop a Common Framework for Chinese (Bellassen and Zhang 2008) , and the Japan Foundation has developed its own Standards for Japanese Education published in 2010. These Standards, which are derived from the CEFR, are not only officially in use for Japanese as a foreign language, but are also intended to be adapted for the teaching of Chinese and Korean in Japan under the form of Learning Targets (Sugitani and Tomita 2012) .
Our respondents also expressed doubts about how reliable any benchmarked standards of proficiency measurement could be, doubts which are in line with academic criticism illustrating weaknesses of CEFR descriptors (Fulcher 2004; Alderson et al. 2006; Hulstijn 2007) . Such criticisms are not unfounded. One concrete illustration of such shortcomings is found in the project to align the General Proficiency Test of English used in Taiwan with the CEFR, a process which revealed, among other technical problems, a prejudicial lack of precision in can do statements for evaluating learners' performance (Wu and Wu 2007) . On the other hand, the survey conducted by Glover in Turkey, with 62 first-year students training to become teachers of English in that country, demonstrated positive outcomes of assessment and self-assessment activities based on the CEFR. Glover's findings suggest that the CEFR "helped to raise these students' awareness of their speaking skills by providing them with a language they could use to describe their abilities" (Glover 2011: 131) . Furthermore, the drawbacks of what McKay and Brindley (2007) described as commodification of education needs are also noticeable in our survey, especially the comments which emphasized the risks of equating proficiency with the number of hours taught.
Finally, the quote we cited above which questions the selection of the CEFR in preference to proficiency assessment systems used by the State Department in the United States is a kind of negative perception also reported by Byrnes (2012) in the United States, where the CEFR is in competition with the Standards for Foreign Language Learning.
Overall, our data illustrate a generally positive and mostly pragmatic acceptance of the prospect of greater use of CEFR, counterbalanced by lack of familiarity with its key design features and criticisms marshalled against its use. It seems that opportunities for students and academics to become familiar with the CEFR and the six-level scale are mostly through informal professional networks, or by word-of-mouth recommendation, rather than by any systematic or formally organised, institution-based promotion. It appears significant that respondents identified unfamiliarity, rather than any key deficiency in design or conceptualisation, or any negative impact in usage, as one of the main explanations for its limited penetration in higher education language teaching. This suggests that the potential for expansion exists through promotion, supported by the responses which stated that provision of training sessions managed prior to implementation of the CEFR would be welcomed. It is interesting to note that the absence of systemic training in the use of the CEFR and education about its underlying theories of proficiency is a common lament and research finding in many parts of the world in the literature on its implementation. According to Faez et al. (2012) , who examined teacher perceptions of the CEFR's "actionoriented approach" in French as Second Language classes among elementary and secondary school teachers in Ontario, Canada, the main obstacle to implementation of the CEFR was a lack of basic understanding of the Framework and its operation. The authors concluded that it was mostly this failure to provide targeted professional development which impeded greater use of the CEFR in Ontario schools. In Colombia, the Ministry of National Education stated in 2005 that the CEFR levels and skill descriptions would strengthen and focus the teaching and learning of English within the country (López Mendoza and Janssen 2011). As reported by de Mejía (2012) , the adoption of the CEFR as a guiding document in the National Bilingual Program has provoked resistance and dissatisfaction among teachers who considered that the bilingual policy was imposed on them from above, overwhelming them with additional work required for its implementation. A similar phenomenon of resistance against top-down imposition occurred in Japan, "where good intention may result in vain if teachers are not sharing basic philosophy and ideas promoted by the CEFR" (O'Dwyer and Nagai 2011: 146).
Although imposition of the CEFR is extremely unlikely in Australia, the expanding influence of the Framework globally presents dilemmas for teachers and policy makers alike, and remains a pertinent question in language policy terms due to the increasing globalisation of educational policy and especially the pressure for the generation of internationally comparative information across all sectors of education. Although institutional autonomy is highly prized, governments stimulate common practices by privileging funding schemes and incentives provided to improve ranking against international benchmarks. These forces are well beyond the control of language educators and researchers. The present research leads us to support the claim by de Mejía that "adapting rather than adopting is very much part of the on-going debate both in Colombia and other parts of the world" (2012: 156). We hope this research is seen as a contribution to debate about the limits and problems of policy borrowing, about the virtues and dilemmas of a plurality of approaches and methods in assessment of outcomes of language education, and specifically as a documentation of the complex processes involved in the spread of the CEFR, with the semi-autonomous views and positions of language academics, specialist researchers, students and policymakers, all perceiving and responding to its availability in different ways. Specifically we hope to stimulate discussion about the role, limits and potential of the CEFR in the context of language learning and teaching in Australian higher education.
The environment of language teaching internationally is rapidly developing, and the increasing visibility of the CEFR in recent years is a key indicator of one of the ways such change has occurred, i.e., though adoption and adaptation, localisation and importation, of common instruments and measures to permit comparative global conversations. The assumptions and underlying design principles of the CEFR, and other Frameworks for describing, measuring or conceiving of language acquisition and growth, are increasingly attractive to policy makers and administrators, but also to students and lecturers. A lively critical debate about both administrative components and educational dimensions of assessment regimes, based on research into the promise and limitations, attractiveness and potentially disrupting effects, will benefit the field. A better knowledge of benefits and challenges related to the adoption of the CEFR is needed so that its likely expansion in Australian universities can be supported by targeted professional development for language practitioners, to prevent misuse and inappropriate use, and to bolster the claim that a range of measures and approaches is likely to be preferable to reliance on a single uniform approach.
Conclusion
In the context of Australian LP history and the provision of languages, what are the prospects for adoption, modification, or outright rejection of the CEFR? To better evaluate these eventualities, we examined data showing the reactions and views of those most concerned, that is, academics and students (among whom are future and currently serving language teachers). The literature on policy borrowing suggests that actors other than teachers and researchers, even beyond local administration and policy makers, are involved in determining how and to what extent external innovations are transferred and taken up in any given context. The current lack of familiarity with the CEFR is a weak barrier that is likely to be challenged by pressure from macro-level LP, as evidenced by the strong pressure towards substantial internationally comparable assessments. There is a proliferation of these, the most prominent being the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), the Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC), the IALS (International Adult Literacy Survey) and a variety of ways in which universities themselves are ranked against global counterparts. In one sense the CEFR is part of this wider move towards globally standardised instruments of measurement and reporting.
Another possible avenue for deeper penetration by the CEFR into Australian higher education appears to be from bottom-up pressure, either from second language teachers in schools, or from higher education language students. Here too the increasing popularity of the International Baccalaureate (IB) suggests the emergence of interconnected systems of education practice that could pave the way for the CEFR to be incorporated into the educational measurement procedures of an increased number of Australian institutions.
These are two potential sources that could generate wider adoption of the CEFR. Our modest research suggests that deeper conversations between practitioners, researchers and students are needed to prepare the ground for local experimentation, adaptation and mixing of a plurality of teaching and assessment tools to gain the benefits of comparability without sacrificing local autonomy. 6. Do you think that the adaptation of CEFR to language programs in your institution could be helpful? Absolutely Somewhat Not really Not at all Don't know 7. You think that the use of Common Reference Levels will give you: (Please grade following proposal as follows: 1 ¼ strongly agree; 2 ¼ agree; 3 ¼ no opinion; 4 ¼ disagree; 5 ¼ strongly disagree) Academic benefits / Professional benefits / No benefits 8. You think that the adaptation of CEFR to language programs in your institution is/could be helpful because … (Please grade following proposal as follows: 1 ¼ strongly agree; 2 ¼ agree; 3 ¼ no opinion; 4 ¼ disagree; 5 ¼ strongly disagree) The CEFR is now implemented not only in Europe but all around the world The "can do" descriptors are easy to use to map language levels It evaluates outcomes against an international standard It promotes better curriculum design across languages It provides ways to align assessment with proficiency level 8.a Are there other benefits that are not listed above? (Please specify) 9. You think that the adaptation of CEFR to language programs in your institution is/could be not helpful because … (Please grade following proposal as follows: 1 ¼ strongly agree; 2 ¼ agree; 3 ¼ no opinion; 4 ¼ disagree; 5 ¼ strongly disagree) The CEFR and its 6 Reference Levels are not well known in Australia This framework is not adapted to the Australian context The use of this framework is too complicated The 6 Reference Levels do not give a clear picture of language proficiency
